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Panama and the US have started what may be the final phase of negotiations on the creation of an
international anti-narcotics center at Howard Air Force Base, which is to be turned over to Panama
after 1999 (see EcoCentral, 10/17/96 and 03/20/97). However, both countries have made contradictory
statements about their positions on the talks, partly because nationalist attacks on President Ernesto
Perez Balladares for favoring the talks have hindered his bargaining power.
Although some news reports in early July suggested that the highly secretive talks between
Panama's chief negotiator Jorge Ritter and President Bill Clinton's personal representative John D.
Negroponte had reached a dead end, the two met on July 9 in New York and agreed on a framework
for the start of formal negotiations. Then on July 18, while in Washington for a meeting of the US
Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, Perez Balladares held talks with special advisor to the president
on regional affairs Thomas F. McLarty, Negroponte, and Jeffrey Davidow, assistant secretary of state
for inter-American affairs.
On July 22, the White House announced that formal negotiations would commence within days in
Miami. Technical commissions are working out details for the accord According to sketchy details
of the preliminary agreement, the center would occupy part of what is now Howard Air Force Base
on the Pacific side of the Canal for a period of at least five years, but no more than 15 years. The US
would station troops at the center, the number being one of the sensitive points at issue. The US
has held out for 4,000, but the number in the preliminary agreements appears to be closer to 2,500.
Though initially refusing to pay rent for the center, the US has now apparently agreed in principle to
consider some rental formula.
The agreement would also permit the US to keep its telecommunications system on Galeta Island
on the Atlantic side and a similar facility in Corozal near the base. In addition, the US will maintain
naval vessels for the interception of drugs and certain support facilities such as repair shops, living
quarters, commissaries, and a postal service. The center is described as a multilateral operation that
would involve other Latin American countries, but as yet, no third country has been involved in the
talks.
Meanwhile, three bilateral technical commissions have already begun work in Panama. One
commission is surveying the areas at Howard that would be converted into the multilateral center.
Another commission will study the necessary legal framework, and a third will report on the exact
number of US troops that will be stationed at the center. These military forces will be prohibited
from carrying out anti-drug operations within Panama or in any other country without permission.
The main function of the center is to provide information on drug trafficking for use in interdiction
by other countries, said Ritter.
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Critics say the center violates Panamanian neutrality
Criticism of the center has become sharper, fed in part because news of the start of formal talks
coincided with a growing national debate over Perez Balladares's push for re- election. An umbrella
organization (Organizaciones Contra las Bases Militares, OCBAM) made up of some 20 labor,
student, and civic groups who oppose the base staged a protest against the negotiations in mid-July.
Former president Guillermo Endara (1989-1994) and other opposition leaders have questioned the
president's patriotism in negotiating to keep US soldiers in Panama. He and former president Jorge
Illueca (1984) have demanded more open negotiations, suggesting that the government is not telling
the truth about exactly what it is conceding to the US.
Illueca also complained that the Legislative Assembly had been left out the process. He cited
Article 310 of the Constitution regarding separation of powers among government branches to
show that it would be unconstitutional to sign an international pact on the strength of executive
authority. For the same reason, he says Perez Balladares must seek congressional approval for a
national referendum on the issue, which the president has promised to organize in February 1998.
Furthermore, authorization of a US military presence at the center may violate provisions of the
Treaty of Neutrality signed by the US and Panama in 1977 as part of the Panama Canal treaties.
Some critics have suggested that the negotiations be postponed until 1998, when the General
Assembly of the Organization of American States (OAS) agrees on a common approach to antinarcotics actions.

Contradictions mark public statements by both countries
Both Panama and the US have given many conflicting signals on the nature of the proposed center
and the importance they place on getting this agreement. From the Panama side, Perez Balladares
has said there will be no US soldiers in Panama after 1999, but he has agreed that a substantial
contingent of US soldiers will be necessary as support for drug interdiction. Foreign Minister
Ricardo Arias has countered charges that the center is a pretext to keep US troops in Panama by
saying that other countries would be involved and that the center would be under civilian control.
Ritter proposed that the center be administered by a board headed by Panama's foreign minister
and the US secretary of state. Still, the operational arm of the center will have to be provided by
the US military since no other country likely to take part has the technical and other resources that
are planned for use at the center. Washington officials also have issued contradictory statements.
Defense Secretary William Cohen said the agreement was important for the US to maintain "a
stabilizing presence" in Panama after 1999. The State Department immediately countered, saying
that the US did not need a military presence in Panama. The White House commented that the US
did not even need the anti-drug center in Panama and that other sites such as Key West, Florida,
and the US base at Palmerola, in Honduras, were being considered.
Further complicating final acceptance of an accord is a threat by Republican Senate leaders to
load the agreement with amendments requiring the president to press Panama for retention of
several US military bases after 1999. And, in a related matter, Arias announced on July 23 that the
US expressed an interest in negotiating retention of its Tropical Testing Center at Corozal. Arias
said that this item would be negotiated separately from the anti-drug center agenda. The test center
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is the site where the US conducted experiments with chemical weapons and uranium U-238 (see
EcoCentral, 07/17/97). Arias said the Foreign Ministry found the proposal "interesting." (Sources:
Inter Press Service, 07/02/97; El Panama America, 06/23/97, 07/06/97, 07/11/97, 07/18/97, 07/19/97,
07/20/97, 07/21/97, 07/22/97, 07/23/97)
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